Contrast-enhanced MR imaging with fat suppression in adult-onset septic spondylodiscitis.
Spinal infections typically involve vertebrae as well as discs, and for this reason they are called septic spondylodiscitis. Magnetic resonance imaging is the most sensitive imaging method for the evaluation of this group of spinal diseases. The use of contrast-enhanced T1-weighted sequences with fat suppression, if correctly applied, may increase information provided by MRI. Firstly, this technique allows the primary vertebral focus, which often precedes disc involvement, to be identified at a very early stage. When the disease spreads, T1-weighted fat-suppressed gadolinium dimeglumine (Gd-DTPA) enhanced images provide macroscopic details of the primary vertebral focus, disc involvement patterns, and pathways of infection diffusion. All this information, when correlated with laboratory tests, may be useful in identifying the infectious agents (tuberculous vs piogenic forms), thus enabling a suitable therapy to be started. This technique is also useful in the assessment of the real extension of the disease, providing a clear depiction of paravertebral space involvement and of psoas muscle abscesses. Dangerous complications, such as meningitis, myelitis, and epidural abscesses, may be more promptly diagnosed and fully evaluated with fat-suppressed post-contrast T1-weighted images. Finally, this imaging technique may help to differentiate infectious processes from degenerative disorders, extradural neoplastic processes, and rheumatic diseases.